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Olafur Eliasson: In Real Life may be the most Instagrammable exhibition currently on view in the United 
.LQJGRP8SRQHQWU\WRWKHVHFRQGIORRURI7DWH0RGHUQ·V%ODYDWQLNEXLOGLQJYLVLWRUVDUHSUHVHQWHG
with a map detailing a route for over forty works by Olafur Eliasson, providing multiple opportunities 
for interaction. They can stand under a rainbow-coloured rain shower in Beauty (1993), battle through 
fog in Din Blinde Passager (2010), and interrogate their own shadow broken into a spectrum of colour in 
Your Uncertain Shadow (colour) (2010). Far from the mere exhibition of objects, Eliasson provides 
interactive phenomena that are fun for the whole family.  
7KLVILUVWPDMRU8.UHWURVSHFWLYHRI(OLDVVRQ·VZRUNDOVRKDVDQHQYLURQPHQWDOLVWDJHQGD7DWH·VSUHVV
release states that In Real Life ´EULQJVWRRXUDWWHQWLRQVRPHRIWRGD\·VPRVWXUJHQWLVVXHVµDQGFXUDWRUs 
Mark Godfrey and Emma Lewis encompass Eliasson·VDLPWRXVHHPERGLHGH[SHULHQFHWRLQYHVWLJDWHKRZ
humanity relates to the natural world.1The exhibition follows two previous collaborations with Tate 
Modern: the renowned The Weather Project (2003) installation in the Turbine Hall, and Ice Watch London 
(2018), installed outside Tate Modern and other London locations. While the former epitomises how the 
DUWLVWPDQLSXODWHVDWPRVSKHULFFRQGLWLRQV WRDOWHU VRFLDO LQWHUDFWLRQ WKH ODWWHU LQFRUSRUDWHV(OLDVVRQ·V
explicit engagement with climate change. Working with geologist Minik Rosing, Eliasson transported 
WKLUW\EORFNVRI LFH WKDWKDGEURNHQ IURPWKH LFH VKHHWVRI*UHHQODQG·V1XXS.DQJHUOXD IMRUGFDOOLQJ
DWWHQWLRQWRWKHDODUPLQJUDWHDWZKLFKWKHVHEORFNVDUHIDOOLQJ+HWROG7KH*XDUGLDQ´,WWXUQVRXWthat 
data alone only promotes a small degree of change. So in order to create the massive behavioural change 
QHHGHG>WRWDFNOHFOLPDWHFKDQJH@ZHKDYHWRHPRWLRQDOLVHWKDWGDWDPDNHLWSK\VLFDOO\WDQJLEOHµ2 
The Expanded Studio, the last room of In Real Life, encompasses this environmentalism. Along with 
GRFXPHQWDWLRQRQ WKHDUWLVW·VDFWLYLVWSURMHFWV Little Sun (2012) and Green Light ² An Artistic Workshop 
WKHURRP·VIRFDOSRLQWLVDZDOOOHQJWKSLQERDUGGHWDLOLQJWKH DUWLVW·VUHVHDUFK*URXSHGLQWKHPHV
such as atmosphere, sustainability, affect, and embodiment, Eliasson juxtaposes recent newspaper articles 
and texts by scholars such as Bruno Latour, Donna Haraway, Timothy Morton, and Elizabeth Povinelli, 
with artworkVE\$P\%DONLQDQG(G%XUW\QVN\7KLVFRPSUHKHQVLYH LQVLJKWLQWRWKHDUWLVW·VWKLQNLQJ
intends to shed light on the artworks experienced prior to this point and to reinforce the fact that this 
awe-inspiring experience has ramifications in the era of the Anthropocene. 
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(OLDVVRQ·VSUHRFFXSDWLRQZLWKDIIHFWFDQEHZLWQHVVHGLQWKHPHVPHULVHGUHDFWLRQRIFKLOGUHQWRDUWZRUNV
like Beauty (1993) and Big Bang Fountain (2014). The emphasis on the sensorial, moving from the purely 
visual to embodied experience, makes In Real Life fitting for a childlike, but not juvenile, experience. But 
this playground methodology also operates on a pre-personal level that is ecocentric in orientation. It 
HYRNHV%ULDQ0DVVXPL·VDIIHFWWKHRU\LQZKLFKKHGHILQHVDIIHFWDVDQ´LQWHQVLW\µWKDWWDNHVSODFHDWWKH
interface between relating components.3 To be affected by an artwork in this way does not require reason; 
rather, it prompts an ontological investigation into how humans as material bodies interact with the non-
human world. Eliasson thus has the potential to realign how the participant perceives their relationship 
to the environment. The extent to which theory translates into reality, however, is a different matter 
entirely. When Eliasson places emphasis on the participant completing the artwork, not only does it 
anthropocentrically imply that humanity completes the world, it allows a large proportion of visitors to 
capitalise on the ample photo opportunities as the artwork and themselves merge. In short, it becomes a 
spectacle. 
7KHUH LV VRPHWKLQJ XQFRPIRUWDEOH DERXW WKH H[KLELWLRQ·V HPSKDVLV RQ ILUVW-hand experience while 
PDLQWDLQLQJDQHQYLURQPHQWDOVWDQFH$OWKRXJKDFRQFHUQIRUHPLVVLRQVLVHYLGHQFHGLQ(OLDVVRQ·VRUJDQLF
YHJHWDULDQPHQXFRPPLVVLRQHGIRUWKHJDOOHU\·V7HUrace Bar (it produces fifty-two percent less carbon 
dioxide than the average home-cooked meal), the emissions produced by the international audience, 
drawn in by the desire to experience rather than just view an image of the installation, remain unknown. 
This is an issue that transcends In Real Life and is symptomatic of any environmentally-oriented global art 
exhibition. In Real Life LV SDUW RI ZKDW 6LPRQ 6KHLNK KDV WHUPHG WKH ´H[SHULHQFH HFRQRP\µ LQ
Olafur Eliasson, Beauty, 1993, spotlight, water, nozzles, wood, hose, pump, dimensions variable. 
Installation view at Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 2015. Photo: Anders Sune Berg. Courtesy of the artist; 
neugerriemschneider, Berlin; Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York / Los Angeles. © 1993 Olafur Eliasson. 
 
3 
contemporary art practice, the experience of the exhibition and its location are equally as commodifiable 
as objects.4 
Significantly, Tate Modern not only capitalises through footfall. In July, a week after the opening of In 
Real Life, the directors of Tate declared climate emergency, committing to green energy and reducing its 
carbon emissions by at least ten percent by 2023.5 This comes after increased pressure by the collective 
/LEHUDWH7DWHZKRFULWLTXHGWKHLQVWLWXWLRQ·VVSRQVRUVKLSE\%ULWLVK3HWUROHXP%3:KLOH7DWHHQGHG
this contract in 2017, In Real Life·V HQYLURQPHQWDO HPSKDVLV RSHUDWHV DV D PDUNHWLQJ FDPSDLJQ IRU DQ
institution seeking to rebrand itself after years of criticism. 
Visitors may be forgiven if climate change is not at the centre of their attention as they negotiate the 
fairground that is In Real Life. While the environmentalist intentions of Eliasson are certainly sincere and 
evidenced in The Expanded Studio PXFK RI WKH DUWLVW·V XQGHUO\LQJ HQYLURQPHQWDO SROLWLFV DUH ORVW LQ
WUDQVODWLRQ7KHGLVSOD\HGIHHGEDFNFRPPHQWVUDQJLQJIURP´VR PXFKIXQµWR´DQGWKHSRLQWZDV«"µ
clarify that for many the experience is nothing but pleasurable. It is frustrating that an exhibition associated 
with such an important subject lacks urgency. Rather, it provides Tate with the opportunity to express a 
comfortable level of concern without endangering itself with anything radical, challenging, or subversive. 
 
Olafur Eliasson: In Real Life is on display at the Tate Modern from 11 July 2019 to 5 
January 2020. Curated by Mark Godfrey and Emma Lewis. 
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